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CHAPTER 16 


1780 - 1815 
PERSECUTIONS AND SUPPRESSION OF THE ORDER 


“At noon (February 28), I presented to the Holy Father (Pius IX) the new Father 
General (Baravelli) with all the Chapter members. The Pope comforted us with words of 
great kindness, praising the Congregation, which, though small in number, has always 
numbered outstanding men, and in this century, a number of Cardinals, almost without 
interruption.” 

These words that Cardinal Bilio has left in his Diaries, lead us into the description of a 
century - 1780-1870 - which was marred for the Congregation by hardships and bitterness 
together with an inner vitality and participation in the apostolic and pastoral anxieties of the 
Church. 

The Barnabite history of the 1800’s has yet to be written. We can offer only a 
fragmentary and episodic reconstruction. We think, however, that even the few notes offered 
in this and the next chapter, will offer an image of the vigorous life of the Order, with almost 
a harmonious mixture of the sad events of the times that reduced the number of our brothers 
and prevented or hindered their work, and a wave of rebirth, of affirmation of the ideals and 
attitudes which in past centuries had rendered illustrious the Congregation. 

We have seen in chapter 15 how the Emperor Joseph II separated the Lombard 
Province from the rest of the Congregation, forcing the Fathers to hold the General Chapters 
in Bologna; at the same time, it became much more difficult to supply the mission in Burma 
with new missionaries. 

Following the example of his brother Joseph II, Leopold, Archduke of Tuscany in 
Florence, decided to suppress the Congregation of the Barnabites because they had refused to 
take over the houses left empty at the suppression of the Jesuits. So in 1783, Pescia, Florence, 
Livorno and Pisa were closed. ““We can do nothing else but bow our heads in front of God’s 
decrees during this time of destruction,” Fr. Cortenovis commented to the sad news. 


The French Revolution 


The French Revolution started in 1789. To better understand this historical period we 
need to have a clear idea about the Jacobin spirit. It was an anticlerical and antireligious 
movement which fought any type of religious institution. All the possessions of the clergy, by 
unilateral decree, were declared property of the people. The following year, 1790, the 
Constituent Assembly declared all Religious Orders suppressed, including the Barnabites. At 
that time the Congregation had about ten houses in France, with 90 religious. 

The revolution crossed the Alps and from 1796 the defenseless population had to 
witness the Napoleonic invasion. Suppression of houses and confiscation of their goods were 
the consequences for the Order, without forgetting that in his campaign Bonaparte had 
created chaos in our houses in Savoy, Aosta, and Chieri, accommodating in them his soldiers. 
For the moment the houses in Piedmont were not touched, except for St. Carlo ai Catinari in 
Rome, twice ransacked. In Bologna three houses out of five were closed, and the situation 
worsened in 1798 when the Roman Republic was inaugurated. At this point Pius VI had to go 
into exile, victim of great hardships leading to his death on August 28, 1799. 

A conclave was held in Venice. One of the members was the Barnabite Cardinal 
Gerdil. Most of the Cardinals were in his favor, but Cardinal Hertzan, representative of the 
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Austrian Emperor objected, because he was of French origin. The new Pope, Pius VU, called 
Cardinal Gerdil to Rome to prepare a concordat with the French. He died in the process. 
Napoleon 


It seemed like France and the Papacy were close to an agreement, and in 1804 Pius 
VII, to please Napoleon, went to Paris to consecrate him as Emperor. He requested as his 
companion the Barnabite Fr. Francis Fontana, who will become his personal theologian. 

Through Fr. Fontana, Pius VII will build a close friendship with the Barnabites. We 
will mention here two salient episodes. 

The first concerns the introduction of the cause of the Holy Founder. Fr. Fontana 
collected in a large volume entitled Scrittura per la causa del venerabile Antonio Maria 
Zaccaria, which paved the way for the diocesan and Roman processes. The pope, on 
September 20, 1806, signed the introduction of the cause of our Founder. 

The second episode concerns the visit of Pope Pius VII made to the Fathers in the 
Monteverde (present site of St. Camillus Hospital in Rome) summer home. Fr. Lambruschini, 
as chancellor of the house, noted the event in the Actsof the house in a polished in Latin. The 
following year - 1807 - Fontana was elected Superior General. 

The Congregation recognized in him a sure guide in a time marred by political 
upheavals. 

The following years were of relative peace, but on February 28, 1808 the French 
troops invaded Rome. St. Carlo ai Catinari was taken over by the army, and Fr. Fontana, now 
Superior General, asked His Holiness to change his residence to be able to direct the 
Congregation, but Pius VII ordered him to stay with him in Rome. On May 17, 1809 
Napoleon warned that he was going to declare the Pontifical State as part of his Empire, 
thereupon, the pope called on Fr. Fontana to write a letter of excommunication for Napoleon, 
which was published on June 10. Not even a month later the pope was taken prisoner to 
France, and on August 12, at midnight, two soldiers knocked at the door of St. Charles ai 
Catinari and ordered Fr. Fontana to leave for Paris in 24 hours. Accompanied by Bro. Charles 
Sambiaghi and two other Superior Generals, he reached Paris on August 17. He was assigned 
to Champagne and Archy sur Aube. A few months later he was called by the Emperor to 
answer some questions on Religion aiming at embarrassing the pope’s authority. Fr. Fontana’s 
answer was an example of faithfulness to the Holy Father and to the Church, and of 
encouragement for the Fathers staying in Paris. Napoleon, enraged by his attitude, ordered 
him to be thrown in jail at Vicennes (January 4, 1811). For eight months Fr. Fontana was kept 
in a dark and humid cell, and without a bed most of the time. During this period he lost 
eleven teeth, and deprived of the privilege to celebrate the Mass. The soldiers confiscated 
most of the few things that were sent to him. After three years he was transferred to Force, 
the prison for criminals, where Brother Charles joined him. 

During this time the whole Barnabite Order suffered and was affected by this 
treatment to its Superior General. In the years 1809-10, almost none of the Barnabite houses 
were spared from ransacking by the French army, until April 25, 1810, when, by Imperial 
decree, they were all confiscated as property of the Empire, following the suppression of all 
Religious Orders by Napoleon. All Religious had 15 days to leave their religious houses to 
join their respective original dioceses. Therefore, only few Fathers were left in St. Charles to 
take care of the parish. In Bologna only one of our houses was actually closed, while the 
others, all schools, were spared so that the Fathers could attend at the students. Also in Milan 
the decree was fully applied, but again for the sake of the students, the schools of St. 
Alexander in Milan, the one in Monza and in Lodi were spared, and so also Arpino, south of 
Rome, on condition that the Fathers would dress as diocesan clergy. So, five centers were left 


BARNABITE HISTORY: Chapter — 16 1780 - 1815 Persecutions and Suppression of the Order 166 


open: St. Charles in Rome, Arpino, Bologna, St. Alexander in Milan, and Monza. 
Everywhere else there was dispersion. The last General Chapter had taken place in 1807, Fr. 
General Fontana was in exile and no news about him was available... 

This situation persisted until 1814 when Napoleon was defeated, and the doors of the 
jails were opened. Fr. Fontana was back in Italy on May 5. By order of the pope he had to 
report to Rome immediately because of the immensity of work needed to be done for the 
Holy See. He became consultor of the Congregation for the Reform of Religious Orders, 
which helped in restoring our own Order. In that year 1814, the pope instituted the 
Congregation for extraordinary ecclesiastical affairs, and nominated Fr. Fontana as its 
secretary, with five consultors, two of them been Barnabites, Fr. Lambruschini and Fr. 
Grandi. Both of them will succeed him in the position when he will become a Cardinal, and 
Fr. Lambruschini Bishop of Genoa. The regulations for this Congregation drafted by Fr. 
Fontana, were a “masterpiece,” according to Pius VII. 

But the troubles were not over. In 1815 Murat, king of Naples, trespassed the border 
of the Pontifical State. Pius VII had to go again in exile, taking along Fr. Fontana and Fr. 
Lambruschini. This time it was a short exile as on March 8, 1816, they were able to go back 
to Rome. This time Fr. Fontana was elevated to the cardinalate, to the great joy of our 
Congregation, expressed by Fr. Darbo, a Frenchmen, in these words: 


“Allow one of the elders of the Congregation, who escaped the river of the French 
Revolution, after having seen very close, thousands of times, the guillotine... to 
manifest his joy and satisfaction at seeing that you, oppressed by tyranny, and 
faithful to your promises, are rewarded for your zeal toward Religion by that 
Religion itself. Giving honor to the roman purple, in the same way you have 
honored the habit that I myself wear, you will be the glory of our Congregation. 
You have its spirit, I have not lost it, and I partake of your Happiness.” 


